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Abstract
The availability and use of online counseling approaches has increased rap-
idly over the last decade. While research has suggested a range of potential 
affordances and limitations of online counseling modalities, very few studies 
have offered detailed examinations of how counselors and clients manage 
asynchronous e-mail counseling exchanges. In this paper we examine e-mail 
exchanges involving clients and counselors through Kids Helpline, a national 
Australian counseling service that offers free online, e-mail, and telephone 
counseling for young people up to the age of 25. We employ tools from the 
traditions of ethnomethodology and conversation analysis to analyze the 
ways in which counselors from Kids Helpline request that their clients call 
them, and hence change the modality of their counseling relationship, from 
 e-mail to telephone counseling. This paper shows the counselors’ three multi-
layered approaches in these e-mails as they negotiate the potentially delicate 
task of requesting and persuading a client to change the trajectory of their 
counseling relationship from text to talk without placing that relationship in 
jeopardy.
Keywords: ethnomethodology; e-mail counseling; young people; online 
counseling; helplines; modality shifts.
1.	 Introduction
There	continues	to	be	significant	debate	over	ethical	considerations,	benefits,	
and	 limitations	of	online	 therapeutic	counseling,	with	much	of	 the	 literature	
based	on	observations	and	reflections	of	professional	counselors	and	counsel-
ing	 trainers,	 rather	 than	 on	 empirical	 studies	 of	 counseling	 practices	 (i.e.,	
Fenichel	et	al.	2002;	Mallen,	Vogel,	Rochlen,	and	Day	2005;	Rochlen	et	al.	
2004;	Shaw	and	Shaw	2006;	Skinner	and	Zack	2004).	Consequently,	only	a	
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In	 this	paper	we	explore	 the	ways	 in	which	counselors	employed	at	Kids	
Helpline	(KHL),	an	Australian	telephone,	online	chat,	and	e-mail	counseling	
service	for	children	and	young	people	up	to	the	age	of	25,	use	e-mails	to	pro-





delicate	 interactional	 task	as	 it	may	alter	or	 threaten	 the	existing	counseling	
relationship.	We	examine	the	multilayered	approaches	used	by	counselors	to	
invite,	propose,	suggest,	and,	ultimately,	request	this	modality	shift.	In	particu-







social,	 health,	 and	 mental	 health	 care	 issues,	 including	 problem	 gambling	
	(Anthony	2005;	Griffiths	and	Cooper	2003),	addictions	(Griffiths	2005),	and	
eating	disorders	(Gollings	and	Paxton	2006;	Yager	2003).	Despite	the	acces-
sibility	 of	 online	 counseling,	 there	 is	 still	 controversy	 surrounding	 its	 use	
and	work	 to	be	done	 to	understand	how	online	counseling	 relationships	are	
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describe.	“Online	counseling”	is	defined	as	“any type of professional therapeu-
tic interaction that makes use of the Internet to connect qualified mental health 






Skinner	 and	 Zack	 2004).	While	 falling	 under	 the	 umbrella	 term	 of	 “online	


















(2002),	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 suggests	 that	 the	 need	 for	 clients	 to	write	 about	
	issues	is	a	significant	advantage	of	e-mail	counseling.	E-mail	counseling	gives	
clients	more	time	to	formulate	their	problems	and	can	provide	them	with	an	
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face	 services,	 freeing	 clients	 from	 restrictions	of	 time	 and	 location	 (Hanley	
2006;	King,	Bambling,	Lloyd	et	al.	2006;	Mallen,	Vogel,	and	Rochlen	2005;	
Skinner	and	Zack	2004).
The	 nature	 of	 e-mail	 counseling	 holds	 some	 challenges	 for	 counselors,	
which	have	been	discussed	in	detail	in	papers	examining	possible	strengths	and	
weaknesses	of	this	counseling	modality.	The	asynchronous	modality	does	not	











suggests	 that	one	of	 the	most	vital	skills	 to	be	 learned	by	online	counselors	
is	when	 and	 how	 to	 propose	 a	 shift	 in	 counseling	modalities	 if	 they	 feel	 it	
is	important	for	their	clients.	This	proposal	is	evident	in	Locher’s	(2010)	study	
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service	for	children	and	young	people	is	that,	while	clients	are	able	to	access	
the	service	 for	any	 issue,	many	young	people	who	use	 the	service	establish	
ongoing	 counseling	 relationships	with	 the	 counselor.	The	 e-mail	 counseling	
service	was	 established	 in	 1999	 for	 clients	 as	 an	 adjunct	 to	 their	 telephone	











that	 some	or	all	of	 their	e-mails	be	omitted	 from	the	data	corpus.	The	Kids	
Helpline	organization	provided	 the	 researchers	with	digital	 records	of	 those	
	e-mail	exchanges	for	which	consent	had	been	provided,	with	all	names,	e-mail	
addresses,	and	other	identifying	information	deleted	from	these	files.	As	far	as	
possible,	 the	 e-mail	 extracts	 included	 in	 this	 paper	 retain	 the	 format	 of	 the	
















been	 effectively	 used	 to	 examine	 the	 sequential	 organization	 of	 interaction	
in	human	activities,	including	computer-mediated	channels,	online	discussion	
groups,	 and	 asynchronous	 forums	 (Garcia	 and	 Jacobs	1999;	Hutchby	2001;	
Thornborrow	 and	 Fitzgerald	 2002).	 A	 number	 of	 researchers	 suggest	 that	
	ethnomethodology	and	conversation	analysis	offer	insights	into	the	ways	that	
interactions	 unfold	 in	 online	 postings	 (Ten	 Have	 1999;	 Gibson	 2009).	We	
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In	 the	corpus	of	e-mail	data,	 the	counselor	 invited	each	client	at	 least	once,	










online,	and	 telephone	counseling	meant	 that	 there	was	no	evidence	 to	show	
whether	or	not	the	clients	made	the	modality	shifts	or	ended	their	e-mail	coun-
seling	relationship.
Three	 characteristics	 of	 the	 counselors’	 approaches	 to	 request	 a	 shift	 to	
	telephone	counseling	are	shown	in	the	data.	They	are:	(i)	the	counselor	uses	
a	 preface	 to	 “build	 a	 case”	 for	 the	 proposed	 modality	 shift;	 (ii)	 the	 coun-
selor	 produces	 a	 request	 using	 an	 indirect	 design;	 and	 (iii)	 the	 counselor’s	
	request	 is	contingency	focused.	Each	of	 these	characteristics	 is	discussed	 in	
turn.
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ent,	Kelly,	 and	 the	 12th	 e-mail	 prompt	 from	 the	 counselor	 for	 a	 shift	 from	
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	e-mail	 to	 telephone	 counseling.	 Each	 of	 the	 counselor’s	 previous	 requests	
	followed	similar	patterns.	This	example	 is	selected	as	clearly	demonstrating	
the	counselor’s	work	in	attempting	to	shift	from	e-mail	to	telephone	counsel-
ing.	 In	 this	 e-mail,	 the	 counselor	writes	 “I	 believe	 it	 is	 really	 important	 for	
you	&	I	to	find	a	way	for	you	to	start	talking”	(lines	506	and	507).	This	per-
sonal	 assertion	 of	 belief	 is	 produced	 immediately	 prior	 to	 the	 counselor’s	
prompt	for	the	client	to	call	her.	Unlike	the	counselor	in	Extract	(1),	this	coun-
selor	 does	 not	 highlight	 a	 limitation	 of	 the	 e-mail	 counseling	 relationship	




a	 directive	 for	 the	 client	 to	 call	 her,	 it	 is	 softened	 by	 the	 counselor’s	 state-
ment	 that	 she	and	 the	client,	 “you	&	I”,	 (line	506)	need	 to	work	collabora-
tively	 to	achieve	 this	goal.	The	 framing	of	“talking”	as	a	positive	objective	
lends	support	to	the	idea	raised	in	the	counselor’s	indirect	request	for	a	tele-
phone	 call.	 The	 counselor	 uses	 an	 indirect	 approach,	 an	 assessment	 invita-
tion	of	a	hypothetical	future	request,	“how	would	it	feel	 if	I	said,	Kelly	can	
you	please	 ring	me	as	 soon	as	possible?”	 (lines	507	and	508),	 that	 is	 read-
able	 as	 a	 prompt	 for	 a	 telephone	 call.	 Emmison	 et	 al.	 (2011)	 have	 referred	


















“project	 the	 possibility	 of	 the	 occurrence	 of	 a	 request”	 (Taleghani-Nikazm	
2005:	159),	the	prefaces	in	e-mail	are	not	preliminary	(Schegloff	1980)	in	the	
same	way	 that	 pre-requests	 are.	These	 counselors	 produce	 prefaces	 and	 re-
quests	in	a	single	e-mail.
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some	 of	 the	 potential	 for	 “face	 threatening	 acts”	 (Taleghani-Nikazm	 2005:	
162).	The	counselors	have	not	directly	asked	Isabelle	or	Kelly	“would	you	call	
me	 please?”	 or	 issued	 the	 directive	 “ring	 me.”	 Rather,	 the	 counselors	 use	
prompts	 that	may	mitigate	 the	potential	 imposition	on	 the	clients	 (Curl	 and	
Drew	2008),	while	still	being	“readable”	as	a	call	to	action.
4.3.	 The counselor’s request is contingency focused






prescriptiveness”	 (Butler	 et	 al.	 2010:	272)	of	 their	 requests.	The	counselors	
orient	to	contingent	factors,	such	as	the	client’s	capacity	to	call,	or	whether	or	
not	the	client	is	willing	and	able	to	use	the	telephone	counseling	service.	We	





















client’s	 response	clearly	declines	 the	counselor’s	 indirect	 request	 for	 a	 tele-
phone	call	and	offers	only	a	weak	indication	that	“perhaps	sometime	I’ll	try	the	
Direct	Online	contact”	(line	275).
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There	are	any	number	of	contingent	issues	that	have	the	potential	to	limit	
someone’s	ability	 to	make	a	phone	call,	 including	 issues	of	access,	privacy,	
cost,	time,	anxiety,	and	fear	of	reprisal,	and	these	barriers	may	be	particularly	
relevant	 for	 children	 or	 young	 people.	 King,	 Bambling,	 Reid	 and	 Thomas	
(2006)	indicate	that	issues	such	as	privacy	may	be	a	key	factor	in	clients’	deci-















in	a	similar	manner	to	the	I wonder if	 requests	described	by	Curl	and	Drew	
(2008),	which	tend	to	be	used	in	instances	in	which	the	speaker	is	unsure	of	
whether	or	not	 the	recipient	will	be	able	 to	grant	 their	request.	The	primary	
difference	between	the	prefaces,	I wonder if . . .	and	“do	you	think	you	might	
be	able	to	give	us	a	call”	(line	253),	is	that	the	latter	highlights	the	recipients’	
access	to	the	knowledge	of	the	contingencies	associated	with	granting	the	re-
quest.	Using	I wonder if . . .	to	preface	a	request	suggests	that	the	speaker	does	
not	have	access	to	the	knowledge	of	whether	or	not	their	request	will	be	“grant-
able.”	On	the	other	hand,	the	preface	“do	you	think	.	.	.”	(line	253)	constructs	
the	 request	 recipient	as	one	who	can	determine	 the	“grantability”	of	 the	 re-
quest.	The	counselor’s	request	displays	a	further	orientation	to	contingencies	
through	its	focus	on	whether	or	not	the	client	“might	be	able”	to	give	KHL	a	
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to	 contact	KHL	via	 telephone.	Moreover,	 this	 indirect	 request	 suggests	 that	
there	may	not	be	“any	chance”	of	the	client	making	the	telephone	call.	This	
possibility	is	realized	within	the	client’s	subsequent	e-mail	(line	16).
In	 the	first	 line	of	her	 e-mail	 response	 to	 the	counselor,	 the	client,	Kelly,	
writes	“i	cant	use	the	fone	but	ill	let	you	know	wen	i	can”	(line	16).	This	state-
ment	 functions	as	a	 second	part	 to	 the	 request–response	adjacency	pair	 that	
























Brought to you by | University of Queensland - UQ Library
Authenticated
Download Date | 12/14/15 4:29 AM






being	 able	 to	 call,	 rather	 than	 a	 straightforward	 request	 for	 a	 call–refusal	
	sequence.







chance	 .	.	.”	 (line	 10,	Extract	 [5]),	may	 function	 in	 a	 similar	manner	 to	 the	
I wonder if	prefaces	identified	by	Curl	and	Drew	(2008).	The	counselors	in	this	
e-mail	counseling	corpus	regularly	use	“do	you	think”	or	“is	there	any	chance”	
when	 requesting	 their	clients	call	KHL.	Both	emphasize	 the	client’s	agency	
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design;	and	(iii)	produce	a	request	that	is	contingency	focused.	Our	examina-
tion	has	highlighted	how	the	characteristics	of	e-mail	communication,	specifi-
cally	 its	 written	 and	 asynchronous	 formats,	 have	 shaped	 the	 counselors’	
	requests.





of	 counseling	 (i.e.,	 Extract	 [1]),	 or	 emphasizing	 the	 importance	 or	 possible	
benefits	of	talking	(i.e.,	Extracts	[2],	[4],	and	[5]),	they	each	involve	a	persua-
sive	element	 in	support	of	a	case	for	 the	clients	making	a	 telephone	call.	 In	
face-to-face	 or	 telephone	 communication,	 three-part	 pre-request	 sequences	
(Schegloff	1980)	may	be	used	to	“project	the	possibility	of	the	occurrence	of	a	
request”	 (Taleghani-Nikazm	2005:	159).	The	asynchronous	nature	of	e-mail	
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a	 national	 children’s	 helpline”).	Requests	 for	 further	 information	 about	 the	 project	 can	 be	
	directed	to	the	project	leader,	Professor	Susan	Danby.
1.	 The	titles	of	the	extracts	specify	three	aspects	of	the	e-mail:








by	 individual	 counselors	 and	 their	 caseload.	 There	 is,	 however,	 a	 system	 in	 place	 where	
	e-mails	marked	as	“urgent”	receive	a	response	within	24	hours.
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